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SYSTEM, METHOD, AND APPARATUS OF A 
CUSTOMER INTERFACE DEVICE 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application claims priority to US. Provisional Patent 
Application No. 61/042,929, ?led Apr. 7, 2008, entitled 
“Retail Customer Interface Device,” Which is herein incorpo 
rated by reference in its entirety. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a system, method, and 
apparatus for a customer interface device at a store. In par 
ticular, the present invention relates to a system, method, and 
apparatus of using a comprehensive yet ?exible device to 
improve interfacing With customers at the store. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

A store, e.g., a Wal-Mart store, may interact With a cus 
tomer to facilitate or enhance the customer’s shopping expe 
rience. Currently, interfacing With customers is limited and 
usually requires installation of multiple interface devices to 
increase interaction. FIG. 1 illustrates a typical computer 
system and a variety of typical interface devices used in a 
retail store. For example, merchandise in the store may be 
encoded With barcodes and stored in an inventory database 
102 at a centraliZed location, e.g., a headquarter, before or 
upon their arrival at the store. The database 102 may be 
connected to a server computer 106 through a ?rst local area 
netWork 108 (LAN). The server computer 106 may manage 
transactions betWeen the inventory database 102 With other 
functionalities, e.g., a ?nancial/ accounting database 104. The 
LAN 108 in the headquarter may be linked through a Wide 
area netWork (WAN) 110 to, e.g., a LAN 112 at a store. For a 
chain of stores, e.g., Wal-Mart Stores, the server computer 
106 at the headquarter may be linked to multiple stores. In 
some situations, the server computer 106 and databases 102, 
104 may be located locally at the store. 

Within each store, multiple checkout counters or point of 
sale (POS) stations 114, 116 may be set up at different loca 
tions for customers to conduct purchase transactions. These 
POS stations 114, 116 may be linked through the LAN 112 
and WAN 110 to the server computer 106, and databases 102, 
104. Additionally, POS stations 114, 116 may be con?gured 
With barcode scanners 118, 120, transaction panels 122, 124 
and card readers 132, 134. A customer may bring items that he 
Wants to purchase to a POS station for a transaction. The 
merchandise may have been labeled or attached With bar 
codes. A cashier may scan each item using barcode scanners 
118, 120 to generate a list of pending items and corresponding 
prices for the customer. The customer may agree to and com 
plete the purchase by paying With, e.g., cash or a check, or 
With credit (e. g., sWiping a credit/debit card using card read 
ers 132, 134). 

These traditional barcode-based POS stations require the 
scanning of each item to be purchased by a cashier, Which 
may be time-consuming and require human resources that 
may be deployed for other purposes, e. g., customer services. 
Further, these POS stations 114, 116 each includes multiple 
devices, such as, a display screen (e.g., transaction panels 
122, 124), a bar code scanner (e.g., barcode scanner 118, 
120), a card reader for plastic cards With magnetic strips (e.g., 
132, 134), a keypad for entering pin numbers, and a signature 
pad for capturing a customer’ s signature. Theses devices may 
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2 
be scattered around a POS station in a confusing manner. In 
some stores, a single unit may be provided to customers for at 
check out stations. HoWever, the single unit normally pro 
vides limited functionality, such as only accepting magnetic 
cards, and may not include other helpful interface devices 
such as a display screen. Thus, the POS stations need to be 
better organiZed to streamline customer transactions to 
increase customer satisfactions and store ef?ciencies. 

Moreover, Within the store, one or more price checkers 
(e.g., price checker 130) and/or gift register 128 may be 
installed. The price checker 130 may be equipped With a 
barcode scanner. Thus, When an item is scanned, the price 
checker 130 may retrieve price information from the inven 
tory database 102 and presents the price information to a 
customer. In some instances, the price checker 130 may be a 
portable scanner (e.g., Wireless connected to the LAN 112) 
that enables a customer to check prices anyWhere in a store. 
The gift register 128 is usually a user terminal. Typically, the 
gift register 128 is a customiZed computer terminal With 
display and input devices (e.g., a mouse and/or keyboard). 
Thus, a user may create a gift registry While visiting a store 
and enter desired items into the gift registry. Later a gift 
purchaser may visit the store, vieW the gift registry and pur 
chase one or more desired items from an established gift 
registry. HoWever, such price checkers (e.g., stationary or 
portable) or gift registry terminals, are normally not capable 
of conducting ?nancial transactions, such as accepting a pay 
ment, at the same spot in the store Where the customer picks 
up or obtains a particular piece of merchandise. 

Touch screen displays have been used as display screens in 
a retail or Wholesale system. HoWever, current devices With 
touch screen displays offer limited customer interaction. For 
example, touch screen displays have been used at POS sta 
tions at retail stores. But these touch screen displays have to 
be used together With other devices such as bar code scanners 
and/or sWipe card readers. Thus, these touch screen display 
devices rarely operates as stand alone units. 

In some instances, touch screen displays may be used to 
provide a directory service, or may introduce or advertise 
merchandise to customers. HoWever, these informational 
touch screen displays devices do not provide ?nancial trans 
action capablility. Further, in some stores, touch screens are 
equipped on handheld devices, but these handheld devices 
normally have to be used in conjunction With other separate 
and distinct devices, such as a sWipe card reader, to conduct 
transactions. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shoWs examples of conventional customer interfac 
ing devices. 

FIG. 2 shoWs an example customer interface device in 
accordance With an aspect of the present invention. 

FIG. 3 shoWs another example customer interface device in 
accordance With an aspect of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 shoWs yet another example customer interface 
device in accordance With an aspect of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE 
EMBODIMENTS 

FIG. 2 shoWs an example customer interface device 200 in 
accordance With an aspect of the present invention. The 
example customer interface device 200 may comprise a Wire 
less sensor 202, a keypad 204, a signature capture pad 206, a 
plug-in expansion slot 208, a smart chip and pin reader 210, a 
magnetic strip reader 212, and a screen display 214. In one 
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embodiment, the signature capture pad 206 and the plug-in 
expansion slot 208 may be part ofa side unit 218. The plug-in 
expansion slot 208 may accommodate a biometrics plug-in 
unit, such as, but not limited to, a ?nger print scanner or a 
retinal scanner. The screen display 214 may be detachably 
coupled to the top of the Wireless sensor 202, the keypad 204 
and the side unit 218. 

In one embodiment, the Wireless sensor 202 may be a 
modular component. For example, the Wireless sensor 202 
may be a component detachably coupled to the screen display 
214 and/ or the keypad 204. The Wireless sensor 202 may have 
a certain siZe. One side of the Wireless sensor 202 may match 
a ?rst docking side of the keypad 204 and another side may 
match a certain segment of the bottom of the screen display 
214. The Wireless sensor 202 may be detached from the 
customer interface device 200 and replaced With another 
modular component of similar siZe. 

In one embodiment, the Wireless sensor 202 may comprise 
an expendable connector 216 at one side. The expandable slot 
216 may be adapted to removably attach another modular 
component. The screen display 214 may have a certain Width 
that matches the total Width of the Wireless sensor 202, the 
keypad 210 and the side unit 218 as shoWn in FIG. 2. Alter 
natively, the screen display 214 may have a different Width 
that matches the total Width of the Wireless sensor 202, the 
keypad 210 and the side unit 218 and an additional modular 
component to be attached to the expandable slot 216. 

In one embodiment, the side unit 218 may also be a modu 
lar component. It may be detachably coupled to a second 
docking side of the keypad 204 and may be detached and 
replaced With other modular components. The side unit 218 
may also comprise an expandable slot (not shown). One or 
more modular components may be added to either expend 
able connector 216 or the expandable slot of the side unit 218 
to ?t screens of various siZes. 

In one or more embodiments, a modular component may 
be a detachable rectangular device that can be attached by one 
or more sides. Each detachable modular components may 
have certain functionality (e.g., sWipe card reader) and may 
comprise a communication interface to be detachably con 
nected With the customer interface device 200 When attached 
thereon. The communication interface may use any knoWn 
electronic communication technology, such as, but not lim 
ited to, serial communication, parallel communication, USB, 
IEEE FireWire. 

In one embodiment, the Wireless sensor 202 may be a 
device that uses a Wireless communication technology, such 
as, but not limited to, near ?eld communication (NFC) or 
Radio Frequency Identi?er (RFID) communication. For 
example, the Wireless sensor 202 may implement NFC and 
may be implemented as a tap-and-go card reader. In another 
example, merchandise in store may be labeled With RFID 
tags. RFID tags may be manually labeled or may be associ 
ated With merchandise using an existing barcode system. The 
Wireless sensor 202 may include an RFID tag scanner. 

In one embodiment, the keypad 204 may be a tactile key 
pad. A customer may use the keypad 204 to enter a pin or other 
personal identi?cation code. The magnetic stripe reader 112 
may read information encoded in the magnetic stripe located 
on the back of a plastic badge or plastic card, such as, but not 
limited to, a credit card or a debit card. 

In one embodiment, the customer interface device 200 may 
be used at a POS station. The customer interface device 200 
may be Wired or Wirelessly connected to a LAN of the store. 
The display screen 214 may be a touch screen that alloWs 
direct communication With a customer. A customer may scan 
the items to be checked out. For example, the customer inter 
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4 
face device 200 may include a barcode scanner, or the Wire 
less sensor 202 may include an RFID scanner. And the cus 
tomer may use the customer interface device 200 to complete 
the transaction. The customer may verify the prices for each 
piece of merchandise as they are displayed on the display 
screen 214. The display screen may prompt customer to 
choose payment options. The customer may choose to pay 
using a credit card, for example, and may sWipe a credit card 
at the magnetic strip reader 212 of the customer interface 
device 200. 

In one embodiment, a merchant (e.g., a chain of stores) 
may provide registration services to customers that alloW a 
customer to create a customer speci?c pro?le and maintain 
certain information With the stores. For example, a customer 
may register a personal account With a merchant operating 
chains of stores. The personal account may be identi?ed by, 
for example, a telephone number or an account alias. Thus, 
using the customer interface device 200 at an POS of a store 
operated by the merchant, the customer may choose to access 
his personal account or to conduct the ?nancial transaction 
using all available billing and payment options. For example, 
the customer may choose an option displayed on the display 
screen 214 that alloWs the customer to access customer pro?le 
information or personal accounts stored With the merchant. 
The customer may then enter a telephone number or account 
alias and a corresponding passWord to log in to an existing 
personal account. The customer may further choose a pay 
ment option already set up in the existing personal account, 
such as but not limited to, a credit card, a debit card, or a bank 
account. 

In one embodiment, more than one credit card, more than 
one debit card, and more than one bank account may be 
recorded in an account pro?le With a merchant. In some 
situations, the customer may Want to split the payment by 
several payment mechanisms. For example, a fraction may be 
paid by a ?rst credit card in the account pro?le, another 
fraction may be paid by a second credit card by sWiping it at 
the customer interface device 200, and yet another faction 
may be paid by a check. The customer interface device 200 
alloWs the customer to choose any combination and any 
single payment option. Further, transaction preferences pre 
set by the customer can also be provided by the customer 
interface device 200. For example, a transaction receipt can 
be emailed to a customer’s default email address rather than 
being printed and provided to the customer. 

In another embodiment, the customer interface device 200 
may be used as a self-service station located anyWhere inside 
a merchant’s premises. For example, the customer interface 
device 200 may provide services to help a customer to re?ll a 
prescription (or to check on the status of an eyeWear order, 
check on the status of car repair Work, etc.). 

In one embodiment, a customer interface device 200 may 
be located close to a pharmacy department Within a store. A 
customer may use the customer interface device 200 to log in 
to an existing account and re?ll a prescription, thereby avoid 
ing the need to Wait in line to talk to a pharmacist. The 
customer may use a ?nger print scanner plugged into the 
expansion slot 208 to accomplish identi?cation and login. 
Once the customer logs in, as described above, multiple pay 
ment options may be utiliZed. Further, the customer may have 
more than one prescription, thus the customer may choose 
any one prescription from a list of prescriptions that can be 
re?lled. The list of prescriptions may be the actual name of a 
medicine or may be listed using a nickname or alias. 

In those instances that a personal account has been estab 
lished With the merchant, a customer may use the customer 
interface device 200 to select an option to receive receipts 



US 8,091,780 B2 
5 

electronically. The electronic receipt may be stored in the 
personal account for the customer or forwarded to an email 
address speci?ed by the customer. The email address may be 
one of many email accounts the customer entered previously 
or one that the customer entered on the spot When the cus 
tomer enters the re?ll requirement. 

In the example of prescription re?ll, a customer may enter 
an email account at the customer interface device 200 to 
receive noti?cation. For example, the pharmacy of the mer 
chant may notify the customer When the prescription is ready. 
Alternatively, at the customer interface device 200, a cus 
tomer may enter a telephone number to receive noti?cation 
When the prescription is ready (e.g., a call or text message). 

In one embodiment, the example customer interface device 
200 may be used at a customer service center or customer help 
kiosk. A customer may use it to search and locate items With 
the store. 

FIG. 3 illustrates an example customer interface device 3 00 
in accordance With an aspect of the present invention. The 
customer interface device 300 may be a hand held device and 
comprise a touch screen 302 detachably attached to an 
expandable slot 304. In one embodiment, the touch screen 
302 may comprise a built-in bar code scanner (not shoWn). In 
another embodiment, the touch screen 302 may include sig 
nature capturing functionality. The expandable slot 304 may 
be con?gured to attach touch screens of various siZes. 

The customer interface device 300 may further comprise 
an integrated card slot 306. The integrated card slot 306 may 
contain a magnetic strip reader (MSR). In one embodiment, 
the integrated card slot 306 may contain a Wireless sensor, 
such as a Smart Card reader, or an RFID reader, or any 
combination thereof. 

The customer interface device 300 may further comprise a 
detachable modular component 308. The detachable modular 
component 308 may be an NFC reader, a biometrics unit, or 
an Electronic Product Code (EPC) reader, or any combination 
thereof. 

In one embodiment, the customer interface device 300 may 
comprise spacers 310-1 and 310-2. The spacers 310-1 and 
310-2 provide an accommodation to attach the touch screen 
302 of differently siZe. In one or more embodiments, the 
spacers 310-1 and 310-2 may not be needed. 
The example customer interface device 300 may comprise 

a keypad unit 312. The keypad unit 312 may comprise a 
display 316 and a secure pin entry unit 318. In one embodi 
ment, the keypad unit 312 may comprise keys With braille 
dots. In another embodiment, the keypad unit 312 includes 
tactile keys. The detachable modular component 308 may be 
attached to the keypad unit 312 via a connection slot 314. In 
one embodiment, more than one detachable modular compo 
nent 308 may be attached to the keypad unit 312. 

In one embodiment, the customer interface device 300 may 
be adapted to connect With a merchant’s computer netWork 
(e. g., LAN) With a Wire using any Wired connection as 
described above. In another embodiment, the customer inter 
face device 300 may be adapted to connect With a merchant’ s 
computer netWork Wirelessly. The Wireless communication 
interface may be a Wi-Fi, a Bluetooth communication, an 
IEEE 802.11 communication, or any other appropriate com 
munication interface. 

In one embodiment, the customer interface device 300 may 
be used as a portable device roaming in an area Where it can 
communicate With the merchant’s computer netWorks Wire 
lessly. For example, as customers exit a store, a customer 
interface device 300 may be used at an exit to verify that all 
items carried by exiting customers has been properly paid for 
and checked out. In some instances, there may be small items 
that have not been paid for, e.g., a kid’s toy hidden by a child. 
The customer interface device 300 may be used to check out 
the toy on the spot. Therefore, a customer need not go back to 
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6 
a POS station or check out counter to purchase the toy. As 
described previously, if a customer has a customer account set 
up With the merchant, the customer may choose any payment 
options available, such as a credit card already on record, etc. 
Also, a generated transaction receipt may be stored electroni 
cally to a customer account or sent to an email address speci 
?ed by the customer. In one embodiment, the customer inter 
face device 300 may be adapted to dock at a docking station. 
Embodiments of the example customer interface device 

300 may be used in a variety of Ways to improve a customer’ s 
shopping experience. For example, a customer may look for 
some speci?c items, and a store employee may help the 
customer locate the items and check out the items on the spot 
using the customer interface device 300. Thus the customer 
may avoid Waiting in a line to check out the located items. In 
another example, a customer may pull up his/her car in a 
parking lot or next to a loading deck. A customer interface 
device 300 may be used to check out any items the customer 
Wishes to put in his/her car on the spot. Therefore, the cus 
tomer may save any time required to get in to the store and 
check out retrieved items at a POS counter. 

In one embodiment, the customer interface device 300 may 
be used as a door entry unit to direct customers/members as 
they come in, or as a door exit unit to validate purchases and 
address other issues at customer/ member exit time. In another 
embodiment, the customer interface device 300 may be used 
as a customer self service unit that provides customer access 
to services provided by a merchant (e.g., car service, phar 
macy service, optical service). For example, as described 
above, a customer can use the customer interface device 300 
to request an email or other noti?cation to get status update on 
any of these ancillary services. 

In one or more embodiments, the customer interface device 
300 may include a processing unit (not shoWn). The process 
ing unit may be, but not limited to, a single processor, a 
plurality of processors, a DSP, a microprocessor, an ASIC, a 
state machine, or any other implementation capable of pro 
cessing and executing softWare. The term processing unit 
should not be construed to refer exclusively to hardWare 
capable of executing softWare and may implicitly include 
DSP hardWare, ROM for storing softWare, RAM, and any 
other volatile or non-volatile storage medium, such as, but not 
limited to, CD, DVD, ROM, RAM, EEPROM, or optical 
storage. 

FIG. 4 shoWs an example customer interface device 400 in 
accordance With an aspect of the present invention. The 
example customer interface device 400 may comprise a 
screen display 402 and a functional panel 404. The functional 
panel 404 may comprise a variety of functional units (e.g., a 
touch pad 406, a biometrics unit 408, a signature pad 410, a 
keypad 412 and an extension card slot 414.) The functional 
unit 404 may further comprise a magnetic strip reader 416 as 
one side. In different embodiments, the position of each func 
tional units may be arranged differently. For example, in one 
embodiment, the biometrics unit 408 may be a ?nger print 
scanner; and in another embodiment, the biometrics unit 408 
may be a retinal scanner. Moreover, in one embodiment, the 
biometrics unit 408 may be arranged to be betWeen the touch 
pad 406 and signature pad 410 as shoWn in FIG. 4; in another 
embodiment, the biometrics unit 408 may be arranged to be 
beloW the keypad 412. Further, in one embodiment, the input 
keys of the keypad 412 may comprise braille dots; in another 
embodiment, the input keys have no braille dots. Also, the 
extension card slot 414 may be arranged in different positions 
(e.g., beloW the keypad 412 as shoWn in FIG. 4, or sWitch the 
position With the biometrics unit 408 to be betWeen the touch 
pad 406 and signature pad 410). 

Embodiments of the present invention provide a single unit 
customer interface device. Different example embodiments 
200, 300 and 400 shoW different arrangement of units of the 
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device. In addition to those shown, other arrangement may be 
accomplished. For example, the display screen may be 
located at center and other units at four sides of the screen, or 
the display screen may be located at bottom and other units 
above the screen. 

The example customer interface device may be a hand-held 
Wireless unit or Wired stationary unit that comprises all input/ 
output functions. The customer interface device may provide 
a large screen to display information that facilitates interac 
tion With a merchant’ s sales system in less space. Further, the 
customer interface device may offer services, advertisements 
and/ or other information, While taking payment, coupons and 
enabling other interaction in less space. Software running on 
the customer interface device may be designed to move the 
intelligence out of the input/ output devices into a merchant’ s 
main computer/register application. In this Way, the merchant 
may have more control over future changes to the hardWare/ 
softWare of the customer interface device and to systems 
Which support the customer interface device. 

Those skilled in the art may appreciate from the foregoing 
description that the present invention may be implemented in 
a variety of forms, and that the various embodiments may be 
implemented alone or in combination. Therefore, While the 
embodiments of the present invention have been described in 
connection With particular examples thereof, the true scope of 
the embodiments and/ or methods of the present invention 
should not be so limited since other modi?cations Will 
become apparent to the skilled practitioner upon a study of the 
draWings, speci?cation, and folloWing claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A single integrated device for interfacing With a cus 

tomer at a store, comprising: 
a touch screen for displaying information and receiving 

customer instructions; 
a keypad; 
a Wireless sensor for scanning tags attached to merchandise 

of the store; and 
at least one user input component to accept customer pay 
ment for items to be purchased, 

Wherein 
the touch screen, the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the 

at least one user input component are detachable 
modular components, 

each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the at least 
one user input component is detachably coupled to the 
touch screen to form the single integrated device, and 

When each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the at 
least one user input component is coupled to the touch 
screen, each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the 
at least one user input component is ?xedly attached 
to the touch screen. 

2. The device of claim 1, further comprising a bar-code 
scanner. 

3. The device of claim 2, further comprising a radio fre 
quency identi?cation (RFID) scanner. 

4. The device of claim 1, Wherein the Wireless sensor is a 
near ?eld communication scanner. 

5. The device of claim 1, Wherein the at least one user input 
component is a magnetic strip reader. 

6. The device of claim 1, further comprising a Wireless 
connection unit for the device to be Wirelessly connected to a 
local area netWork (LAN). 

7. The device of claim 1, further comprising a Wired con 
nection unit for the device to be connected to a LAN via a 
Wired connection. 

8. The device of claim 1, further comprising a biometrics 
unit. 
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8 
9. The device of claim 8, Wherein the biometrics unit is a 

?nger print scanner. 
10. The device of claim 8, Wherein the biometrics unit is a 

retinal scanner. 

11. The device of claim 8, Wherein the biometrics unit 
comprises both a retinal scanner and a ?nger print scanner. 

12. The device of claim 1, Wherein the touch screen is 
con?gured to for a customer to create a gift registry for 
desired items in the store. 

13. The device of claim 12, Wherein the touch screen is 
further con?gured for a customer to access a gift registry for 
desired items and to purchase one or more desired items of the 
gift registry using the device. 

14. The device of claim 11, Wherein the touch screen is 
con?gured for a customer to ?ll a prescription. 

15. The device of claim 14, Wherein the touch screen is 
further con?gured for a customer to submit a noti?cation 
method When the prescription is ready for pick up. 

16. The device of claim 1, Wherein the touch screen is 
con?gured to alloW a customer to log into a customer’s 
account for conducting transactions through the customer’s 
account. 

17. The device of claim 16, Wherein the touch screen is 
con?gured to present the customer an option to one of store a 
receipt in the customer’s account and forWard the receipt to an 
e-mail address speci?ed by the customer. 

18. A handheld portable device for interfacing With a cus 
tomer at a store, comprising: 

a touch screen for displaying information and receiving 
customer instructions; 

a keypad; 
a Wireless sensor for scanning tags attached to merchandise 

of the store; 
a Wireless connection unit for Wirelessly connecting the 

device to a computer netWork of the store; and 
at least one user input component to accept customer pay 

ment for items to be purchased, 
Wherein 

the touch screen, the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the 
at least one user input component are detachable 
modular components, 

each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the at least 
one user input component is detachably coupled to the 
touch screen to form the handheld device, and 

When each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the at 
least one user input component is coupled to the touch 
screen, each of the keypad, the Wireless sensor and the 
at least one user input component is ?xedly attached 
to the touch screen. 

19. The handheld portable device of claim 18, further com 
prising a bar-code scanner, and Wherein the Wireless sensor 
comprises one or more of a radio frequency identi?cation 
(RFID) scanner, and a near ?eld communication scanner. 

20. The handheld portable device of claim 18, Wherein the 
at least one user input component is a magnetic strip reader. 

21. The handheld device of claim 18, Wherein the touch 
screen is con?gured to alloW a customer to log into a custom 
er’s account for conducting transactions through the custom 
er’s account. 

22. The handheld device of claim 21, Wherein the touch 
screen is con?gured to present the customer an option to one 
of store a receipt in the customer’s account and forWard the 
receipt to an e-mail address speci?ed by the customer. 


